Purpose: Deshopping is the return of products, after they have fulfilled the purpose for which they were borrowed. Previous research indicates that deshopping is a prevalent and growing consumer behaviour. This paper examines deshopping from a retail perspective. It is a case study of interviews conducted with a mass-market retailer, to investigate their awareness and management of this behaviour.
Introduction
Deshopping is the "deliberate return of goods for reasons other than actual faults in the product, in its pure form premeditated prior to and during the consumption experience." (Schmidt et al., 1999 p. 2) An example of deshopping would be buying a suit for an interview and returning it afterwards. This behaviour has been described as customers utilising retailers as a clothing library (King 2004) . Previous research indicates that deshopping is widespread and is substantially affecting retailers' profits. Deshopping has previously been analysed from a consumer perspective and retailer's awareness of the problem has been highlighted (Zabriskie 1972 -1973 , Wilkes 1978 , Jolson 1974 , Schmidt et al., 1999 , Piron & Young 2001 , King & Dennis 2003 & King et al 2004 . There is little research to date which explores how retailers are currently trying to manage this problem. This paper focuses on how a mass-market retailer perceives the current implications of the behaviour and investigates their management of returns in relation to customer service. It explores their newly introduced returns policy aimed at eliminating deshopping alongside a new customer service strategy aimed to ensure that top quality customer service is maintained.
The case study consists of nine interviews with employees of a mass-market women's wear retailer who operate from 218 outlets across 12 countries. In the UK they trade from 180 branches and 107 concessions. The product range includes clothing, accessories, footwear, jewellery, lingerie and lifestyle products for women. This retailer is quoted on the London Stock Exchange, their parent company owns four strong women's wear brands and in total they have sales of over £300 million. They estimate that 50% of returned garments are deshopped and the shrinkage from deshopping is climbing into 6 figures per annum.
In response to the effects of deshopping this retailer has recently introduced a new returns policy. This policy states "We are pleased to offer a refund or exchange on any item returned together with the receipt within 28 days, provided it is unworn and free from any marks and defects" This retailer implies that defects are those made by the customer. This policy was also introduced in collaboration with a new customer service scheme named 'customer service policy' (CSP), to ensure that the highest levels of customer service are maintained. The retailer is still keen to promote the returns process as an important element of service. The research aims to explore whether this policy enables the effective management of returns and a reduction in deshopping behaviour.
Background Literature: Consumption, risk reduction, warranties and customer service There has been considerable literature on the increasing importance of consumption and its psychological significance. The products shoppers consume help create their self image (Ward et al, 1998) . This means that consumption of products is a process that is associated with extensive pressure and risk (Mitchell and McGoldrick, 1996) . As a result consumers benefit from applying risk reduction strategies to aid their shopping, such as by having a facility to return goods.
Research demonstrates that warranties perform as a persuasive sales variable (Knedall and Russ, 1975) of relative importance (McClure and Ryans 1968; Roselius 1971; Olsen 1972, Perry and Perry 1976; Darden and Rao 1979) . Customer satisfaction and retention is also an important area to consider as tightening return policies may affect customer satisfaction levels. This type of customer relationship management is an important part of customer acquisition and retention, which has strong implications for profitability (Ang and Buttle 2006, Goodwin and Ball 2003.) It is important for retailers to consider how they communicate their offer (Sargeant and West 2001) and how they communicate with their customers (Buttle 2004) , and this should be incorporated into their corporate strategy (Ang and Buttle 2006) . A study conducted by Hogarth et al (2001) addresses satisfaction levels subject to a complaint resolution process. Previous research also indicates that less satisfied people engage in negative communications with typically eleven people (Hanna and Wozniak, 2001) . Research also demonstrates that word-of-mouth also influences consumer's purchasing decisions (Richins 1983 , Kardes and Kim 1991 , Stokes and Lomax 2002 . Complaint handling has an important influence on negative associations as the more satisfied a customer is with how a complaint is handled the less negative things they will have to say (Richins, 1983, Naylor and Kleiser 2000) . Complaints must be properly processed for the retailer not to loose custom and their business can benefit by listening to complaints of customers, if they are properly processed (Bennett, 1997).
Retail Crime is a problem threatening the profitability and competitiveness of retailers world wide (Hollinger et al., 1996 , Guthrie, 1997 . Bamfield (2003) demonstrates that retail shrinkage cost retailers the equivalent of 27,258 million Euro in 2002/3. This demonstrates that all forms of crime are having a significant impact on net profitability of stores, products and retail businesses (Bamfield and Hollinger 2001) . Deshopping is a form of return fraud and would be punishable under The Theft Act 1968 (The Theft Act 1968 c.60) if a retailer chose to prosecute a customer for this.
Research Aim
The paper aims to investigate the effectiveness of a new refund policy and customer service strategy, which has been designed to eliminate deshopping behaviour. The new customer service policy (CSP) was introduced in collaboration with this returns policy to ensure that the highest levels of customer service are provided and deshopping prevented. The research explores whether these measures are effectively preventing deshopping whilst maintaining customer service.
Methodology
The branch manager and area manager were informed of the research and provided permission for interviews to be conducted with employees in the London flagship store. Nine employees were interviewed: four management and five sales assistants. The interviewees were selected on the basis that they had been with the company for over a year, as they would have experienced the implementation of new policies and had contact with customers. All interviewees were female and aged between twenty and thirty-five. The interviews were semi structured, with clear questions in the mind of the researcher aiming to explore the different aspects of deshopping and its prevention, and to investigate the success of the new customer service strategy implemented alongside the new more stringent returns policy. The interviewees were able to expand on areas that they perceived to be important. The interviews focused on their awareness and experiences of deshopping and their perception of the procedures that have been put in place to prevent this behaviour and the effects of the new customer service strategy in preventing deshopping and promoting customer service. The interviews were analysed manually and divided into categories which are related to the central constructs.
Findings and analysis

Evidence of deshopping
The following quotes demonstrate that deshopping is encountered by different interviewees who represent different levels of management and sales assistants. This analysis is sub-divided into categories which demonstrate different aspects of deshopping and its management. The first category demonstrates examples of deshopping, where the retailer does not feel empowered to refuse the return due to the customer denying the behaviour. This leaves the retailer in a difficult situation as legally it is their responsibility to prove that the garment had been worn and the consumer has demonstrated intent to deprive them of the goods (The Theft Act, 1968 c.60). It would be unadvisable to accuse a customer of returns fraud without substantial evidence.
"At Christmas time, we'll get dresses coming back, where customers have spent a lot of money on the dress and obviously they are not going to wear it after New Years Eve. These garments have been washed, smell of smoke or they have got a lot of deodorant marks on them. With returns like this you have to tread carefully, because it is their word against yours, if they say no I definitely haven't worn it" (Assistant manager)
[take in Plate 1-picture garment with marking demonstrating it has been worndeodorant]
" You get the same customers coming back again and again and you notice them on a Saturday and they know exactly what time to come in and do their returns."(sales assistant 2)
The interview excerpts below demonstrate that employees are aware of customers continually deshopping and returning to their store and repeating the behaviour. Yet these regular deshoppers have not been confronted. Similar quotations are presented later in relation to the customer service policy.
The reference below demonstrates that some members of staff become complacent with returns in busy periods. This could be due to the lack of support they encounter from the management and the lack of responsibility they feel in identifying this behaviour.
"If it is busy and people are bringing stuff back you just put it through without checking it most of the time, because you'll just literately give the garment a quick once over and then just put it through"(sales assistant)
Combating deshopping
This section demonstrates how the employees try to detect deshopping behaviour. It is important to note that this behaviour is identified by visual or olfactory suggestions that the garments have been worn; like deodorant marks and creases or by smell or by unnatural types of damage. The selection of quotations below also demonstrates that as retailers have no substantial evidence that the behaviour has taken place and no record of the customers to rely on to demonstrate that the customer is a repeat offender. This makes the case for the retailer weak and unsubstantial and leaves the staff feeling vulnerable and in this instance they will allow a return. 
out of 10 customers are genuine," "it's very difficult to prove that it has been worn"(Assistant manager)
The interview citations below illustrate that the retailers believe that modern customers are extremely demanding and some are learning how to manipulate the system. This could be a result of contemporary customers having high expectations of customer service and being aware that customers are now the authority. Although the majority of customers are honest, the retailers recognise that some customers are not honest and set out to rip off the retailer, which supports previous research (Vitell & Muncy 1992 ).
Do you notice customers trying to return worn goods? " Yes, quite a lot, I think that customers these days are getting more updated in how to do things, they go into different stores, which is why the emails and security ring rounds are still going around" (sales assistant 5) "We used to get customers that would come up to the cash desk and ask if it was ok to do an exchange on a faulty item, but you don't get that no more.
They just walk into the store, get what they want and say that they want it exchanged for what they have just picked"(sales assistant 5) "I think it happens a lot in our store, I think we have an easy reputation of returning items back" (sales assistant 2)
Is deshopping prevented?
The quotes below demonstrate prevention of deshopping. The branch manager feels strongly that deliberately damaged or soiled garments returned under the guise of being faulty are prevented due to training, as her staff would not sell faulty or soiled garments unless marked. Although this opinion is not supported by the more junior employees interviewed:
"I feel very strongly that we are looking for faults when we are selling garments and we are trained to do that… we do not just sell something with make up on. I feel 100% confident when saying to the customer that we would not have sold it liken that and if they feel strongly then they need to take it back to the store where they got it from, because we do mark the receipt and we do mark the item"(Branch Manager)
The excerpts below highlight that the management feel that if the garment is in a resalable condition then it is not as crucial to prevent its return. This attitude is apparent as this form of deshopping will not affect store profit or shrinkage figures. This highlights that the retailer is prepared to sell knowingly second hand garments to genuine consumers.
"If they have brought something back and the chances are they have probably worn it but when I look at that product it doesn't look like it has been worn, I could happily put back out on the shop floor …then I would be more lenient with that"(Assistant manager) " If it still looks new and it can be sold and you can get away with selling it then …I do reckon it gets overlooked, I mean I've let it happen"(sales assistant 4) " As a manager you just think that this is going to effect all my stock loss and writing things off, so we did use to be quite strong about it... now it's all changed...I think there is that thin line whether they're dodgy and they have nicked it then it would be no way, but then if has been worn and it something that we've got, then maybe you would get them the benefit of the doubt. If it was something that was so obviously worn then I don't think that I would give it to them" (supervisor 2) "I think that every so often you are more lenient, sometimes it can depend on what kind of day that you've had. If it is something really obvious then you're never going to back down, but if it is something that can go out on the shop floor, there's no real problem with it, fair enough they have been a bit cheeky but at the end of the day is it really such a big issue, we've not lost anything, sometimes it's best to think ok I'm going to let it go..." (Assistant manager) "It's part of the job because I have to accept what is in good condition back to the store, to be able to sell it to someone else, not to accept something that is not in good condition because I wouldn't want to sell that to another person because it's not fair" (sales assistant 3)
The excerpt below illustrates that if the retailers have no substantial evidence that the behaviour has taken place, the staff feel vulnerable and as a result are not confident in rejecting these returns. This supports previous quotes that highlight the importance of lack of evidence.
"You can say you have worn this and then the person just say no...it's totally your word against theirs… it's just hearsay basically" (sales assistant)
The quotations below demonstrate that due to the lack of evidence against the deshopper and the affects of negative confrontation on the staff, these employees are happy to let a deshop occur.
"There isn't much you can do, most of the time...I take it back, knowing that it's worn and there is nothing that I can do about it and I'll put it back out and it will get resold" (sales assistant) "...I don't think it's worth the hassle really, I'm not going to argue with someone and make a big scene, also if it is busy I'm not going to hold up other people, for something that isn't going to amount to anything" (sales assistant) "Now I think that even if I know that the customer had clearly done something to it, I will just give her an exchange or refund anyway, because the way I see it now is that there is no point arguing it through…, it's not my money, I just might as well keep calm about it" (sales assistant 5)
The passage below highlights that a junior member of staff is concerned that if she upsets a customer they may complain to her management.
"if you accuse customers of wearing garments some can get quite leary about it and saying what are you accusing me of, you can't say that or that I've not done that, I'm going to make a complaint about you and report you to Head office" (sales assistant 5)
What are the implications of the new customer service policy (CSP.) The citations in this section present the retailers perception of the customer service strategy. The quotes firstly highlight the employees' awareness of the importance of good customer service and the affects of word of mouth on the companies' image. The succeeding quotations indicate that the branch manager feels the CSP is effective as they are more empowered to deal with returns and make individual judgements. The manager feels more supported by head office and highlights that the policy prevents stressful situations on the shopfloor. This could indicate that as a result of CSPP more returns are accepted without questions. Although the prevention of deshopping through the additional back up of head office has not been supported throughout interviews with other employees.
"Customer service is the most important thing, obviously in terms of the business as a whole as it effects a whole lot of things
"our complaints are now down from 150 a month to 30… I think" (Branch Manager) "The whole thing about CSP was not only to be relieving stress from customers but it was really to be relieving stress from ourselves and from that point of view they empowered us a lot more to deal with any quality issues, any returns issues that we had whether it be worn item or a QC issue but then they would back us up and say it was the managers discretion" (Branch Manager) 
"I think that is the thing that probably now that there is less consistency then there was before and that is what CSP does, we treat individual situations and individuals, rather than having a blanket and saying this is what we will do and this is what will won't do" (Branch Manager)
Having analysed and explained the results the conclusions and recommendations will be addressed.
Conclusions and recommendations
The findings indicate the prevalence of deshopping behaviour and the employees heightened awareness of deshopping activity and the difference between the views and attitudes of staff and management towards dehsopping. As the CEO of this retailer estimates that 50% of returned garments are deshopped and the shrinkage from deshopping is climbing into 6 figures per annum. The cost benefit to reducing and managing this behaviour is substantial The research interviews highlight that there is still limited prevention of deshopping. The results also highlight that the restrictions on the returns policy are necessary, but they are perceived as damaging to customer service. To avoid this, the employees explain that in many instances the customer service policy will override and contradict the returns policy in order to satisfy the customer. Many of the employees demonstrate that although they detect a deshop and refuse a return their decision is often counteracted by a senior member of staff, which makes them complacent when encountering deshopping again.
The research also highlights that identifying a deshop is done by visually assessing and smelling of garments, which leaves the retailer in a vulnerable position without substantial evidence, and makes refusal of returns difficult to uphold. The research also demonstrates that if a garment is in a resalable condition the staff are happy for the garment to go back on the shop floor. By ignoring this type of deshopping the retailer is sending out the wrong message to customers which will leave them open to future abuse. The reaction of staff to CSP demonstrates their awareness of the importance of good customer service and its fundamental affects to their competitive advantage. Their comments highlight that there are aware that the majority of customers are genuine and these customers must be kept satisfied. This is important as mistrust of all customers returning items would have a negative affect on business and customer service.
The staff perception of CSP being ineffective and actually making returns easier and reducing complaints, gives the indication that deshopping is still extremely prevalent, acknowledged yet neglected. Overall the interviews demonstrate that despite the many changes this retailer has implemented to prevent deshopping it is apparent from the interviews that the retailer is still not managing deshopping effectively.
Recommendations are made in light of the interviews of how to implement a more effective anti-deshopping and consumer friendly approach to returns. The wider elements of this research demonstrate that deshopping can be prevented (King & Dennis 2003) . Deshopping can be managed effectively and it could be identified at the point of return with the right managerial changes (Ibid). These changes should go beyond an employee smelling a garment and using their intuition to identify a fraudulent return. Identifying a deshopper could be done via technology demonstrating a garment has been worn. This should be conducted in correlation with a profiling database to track and monitor shoppers returns incorporating. This would enable the retailer to make decisions based on substantial evidence which would remove aggressive customers and the confrontation of deshoppers in store, which has a negative impact on shop floor staff and the genuine customer who witnesses what they perceive to be poor customer service.
